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Le Travail de la Femme au Quebec, 
revolution de 1940 a 1970 
FRANCINE BARRY. Montreal: Les Presses 
de l'TJniversite du Quebec, 1977. Pp. 80. 
This a l l too b r i e f monograph on the 
changing nature of Quebec's a c t i v e f e -
male labour f o r c e was pub l i s h e d under 
the auspices of the Regroupement de 
Chercheurs en H i s t o i r e des T r a v a i l -
l e u r s Quebecois. The author, hoping 
to c u r t a i l reader ex p e c t a t i o n s , ex-
p l a i n s the l i m i t e d o b j e c t i v e s which 
motivated what i s e s s e n t i a l l y a sym-
p a t h e t i c over-view as opposed to an 
indepth d e s c r i p t i v e a n a l y s i s : the book 
i s designed as a g l o b a l approach which 
confirms " l e s idees que nous nous 
f a i s o n s de l a femme au Quebec, comme 
son augmentation, sa d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n 
ou son accep t a t i o n p r o g r e s s i v e par l a 
s o c i e t e , " (p. 4) and i s an e s s e n t i a l 
p r e r e q u i s i t e to the understanding and 
eva l u a t i o n o f socio-economic and 
p o l i t i c a l changes e n g u l f i n g Quebec so-
c i e t y since 1940. The pe r s p e c t i v e i s 
dua l , n a t i o n a l i s t and f e m i n i s t . The 
emergence o f a modern Quebecois s o c i e t y 
i s viewed from the vantage p o i n t of a 
r a p i d l y developing and maturing female 
labour f o r c e . 
Drawing upon the wealth of q u a n t i t a -
t i v e data provided by S t a t s Canada, the 
author o u t l i n e s an i n t e r e s t i n g p r o f i l e 
of Quebec 1s a c t i v e female labour f o r c e . 
The e v o l u t i o n o f t h i s group was charac-
t e r i z e d by three phenomena, the most 
dramatic one being i t s incessant and 
r a p i d growth r a t e — 3 1 % i n the 1940's, 
41% i n the 1950's and 58% i n the 
1960's. Secondly, the pe r i o d was 
marked by a remarkable growth i n the 
percentage of married women i n the 
labour f o r c e from nearly 8% i n 1941 to 
almost 50% i n 1971. To e x p l a i n t h i s 
s h i f t the author r e l i e s upon a few un-
questioned g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s p r o f f e r e d 
by a 1964 Department of Labour r e p o r t , 
namely, the war, the reduction of the 
work week, the e v o l u t i o n o f household 
technology, the a v a i l a b i l i t y of pre-
pared foods and e a s i l y maintained 
c l o t h i n g , the gradual r e g r e s s i o n of 
moral and s o c i a l obstacles and, f i n a l l y , 
b e t t e r education. In f a c t , as the 
author p o i n t s out, the great e s t i n -
crease i n married women occurred i n the 
category o f f a c t o r y workers, the 
socio-economic c l a s s most vulnerable 
to the ev e r - i n c r e a s i n g cost of l i v i n g 
and r i s i n g expectations of a consumer 
s o c i e t y . A t h i r d but f a r l e s s dramatic 
development was the gradual d i v e r s i f i -
c a t i o n of the female labour force and 
a s h i f t w i t h i n the t r a d i t i o n a l occupa-
t i o n s from s e r v i c e and f a c t o r y to 
o f f i c e jobs. What these developments 
s i g n i f y i n terms of status l o s s or 
gain i s not discussed. 
The s t r u g g l e f o r improved working con-
d i t i o n s r e f l e c t s the changing a t t i t u d e s 
of s o c i e t y but most importantly the 
maturing a t t i t u d e of women toward them-
selves and t h e i r perceived r o l e i n the 
labour f o r c e . The major concerns o f 
labour, r e l i g i o u s and n a t i o n a l o r g a n i -
z a t i o n s during the 1940 1s was to en-
sure t h a t the moral and p h y s i c a l w e l l 
being of women was not impaired by 
t h e i r "temporary" p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the 
work world, hence, the concentration 
on improving h e a l t h and safety stand-
ards, shorter work hours and longer 
r e s t p e r i o d s , and e l i m i n a t i o n of the 
night s h i f t s f o r women. As women came 
to perceive t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the 
labour force as permanent, the reform 
emphasis s h i f t e d to ending a l l forms 
of d i s c r i m i n a t i o n based on sex. The 
campaign r e s u l t e d i n a r a t h e r weak 
1964 Quebec " L o i sur l a d i s c r i m i n a t i o n 
dans l' e m p l o i , " i t s p r o v i s i o n f o r 
s a l a r y p a r i t y almost impossible t o en-
for c e . U n t i l q u i t e r e c e n t l y organized 
labour was very r e l u c t a n t to push f o r 
state-supported day care f a c i l i t i e s 
or adequate maternity leave p r o v i s i o n s . 
Only a handful of c o l l e c t i v e agree-
ments i n 1966 provided f o r p a i d mater-
n i t y leave and the money was drawn from 
s i c k leave funds. Yet pregnancy s t i l l 
remained an i l l n e s s i n the minds of 
many male employers and union leaders! 
T r a d i t i o n a l negative a t t i t u d e s towards 
greater p a r t i c i p a t i o n of women i n the 
work force were extremely slow i n ad-
j u s t i n g to the new r e a l i t i e s . I t i s 
Francine Barry's contention that t r a -
d i t i o n a l a t t i t u d e s and values changed 
considerably, e s p e c i a l l y during the 
l a t t e r h a l f of the 1960's as a r e s u l t 
of the broader " r e v o l u t i o n t r a n q u i l l e " 
which swept Quebec i n the e a r l y s i x -
t i e s . The emergence of new norms and 
values of working woman, p o s t u l a t e s 
the author, was the r e s u l t of the 
emergence of an educated middl e - c l a s s 
s e c t o r i n the female labour f o r c e and 
the s e c u l a r i z a t i o n of the "groupes 
d e f i n i s s e u r s de l a s i t u a t i o n , comme 
l e s s y n d i c a t s , q u i o r i e n t e n t l e debat 
sur son aspect p r o f e s s i o n n e l . " (p. 59) 
In sum, t h i s s y n t h e s i s , u s e f u l as i t 
might be, needs some f l e s h to b r i n g i t 
to l i f e and make the g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s 
more meaningful. Furthermore, i f t h i s 
s ynthesis was intended to spur on more 
indepth and r e v e a l i n g research a more 
comprehensive b i b l i o g r a p h y should have 
been included. 
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